LIFE IS CHANGED NOT ENDED.     VITA MUTATUR NON TOLLITUR

As the corona pandemic continues to wreak havoc with lives and hopes for a future, it is pertinent to apply this text from the mass for the dead to the crisis of change confronting humanity in 2020. The  media focus on the scientific and medical challenges facing the NHS and the care community, whilst the planners and politicians do 'whatever it takes' to preserve the fabric of a global economy

based on neo liberal capitalism.  Yet beyond the epidemiology and the Market economy there emerges a  profound reflection on what one might think of as the pattern of daily life.

    Ordinary human activity in community has been moth balled by the crisis and the necessary policy of isolation and its consequences.  In the West, over the centuries, the nature of work has changed from feudal times when work was often physical and agricultural,through the factory based revolution of the nineteenth century and the digital changes of the twentieth. Workers changed from a guild based system to the capital labour dichotomy of the present day.  Wage earners no longer see the fruits of their labour and are denied the sense of achievement of the artisan. Power and authority rests with the 'Market' and the speculators and investors who collect the profits.  There is no secret that that global capitalism  has failed to provide adequately for a growing world population many of whom are condemned to a life of penury as the disinherited of the earth.

  Mrs Thatcher famously argued 'there  is no alternative' (TINA).   What I see happening in the face of the virus is a nervous investment in mechanisms to preserve for the future most elements of world capitalism with all its limitations.   Little attempt is made to envisage this crisis as an opportunity to find a new way of  running an economy. In this essay I want to consider not the power brokers of the World Trade Organization and the G8, but the impact of the virus on the lives of ordinary citizens in a new situation.  I shall examine questions such as, “What makes life worth living?”

\and “What meaning does work have for me?” and “Is my life shaped by my wealth?”

   It is clear that the whole gamut of leisure pursuits and entertainment has been obliged to shut down. Personal isolation means whole industries  are no longer possible.  No pubs or restaurants

no cinema or theatre,  no schooling or university, no pampering in beauty parlours, no football or professional sport.  There has been an immediate loss of earnings for many in what David Graeber described as 'bullshit jobs'.  What emerges is a serious and permanent lacuna in the weekly routines of the whole population in lock down. This is no mere economic inconvenience but an existential crisis of global importance. Our well being in life requires not just a steady income but a sense of meaning in life beyond the pursuit of wealth and position.  In this ocean of free time, distanced from community life we shall face issues around what it means  to be a person

   What in the past has been a challenge facing people on retirement,  will now face whole communities of ex-productive workers as the global economy implodes.

         F Campbell   March 2020

Corona 2   STRIKING A BALANCE.

It is a matter of regret that Covid19 has been portrayed in the language of warfare and militarism. There have been references to 'the Dunkirk Spirit' and 'our Pearl Harbour moment'.   The virus is perceived as the enemy.  The Queen also evoked the spirit of WW2 and our darkest hour.  The use of military personnel and equipment with enhanced police powers and surveillance contribute to this war scenario.   The earlier rhetoric about 'getting back to normal' has proved to have been a serious miscalculation which masked the severity of the dislocation to society and to the world economy.

Eye watering  billions were pledged by the UK government to bolster a recovery and 'getting things back to normal'  despite the reality of recession, We were to assume with Lady Thatcher that there is no alternative to neo liberal capitalism.  There was to be no attempt to imagine a new beginning despite the patent shortcomings of  free market capitalism.

   There will, however, be some new features to any exit strategy.  Any project of recovery will be guided by science and technology.  These will determine our future. We will, for example need to overcome our unease about the harvesting of personal data by commercial interests towards  recognition that levels of testing can make such technologies life-saving. I was telephoned by my medical practice as an 'at risk'patient tobe asked whether I would sign up to a 'do not resuscitate, commitment in case of hospitalization. I understand the NHS need to garner such commitment in advance, but I would question whether elderly folk should be confronted with this choice in a telephone chat.   It is a serious step to take in isolation.

   Many people have spoken of social distancing as a form of bereavement.. It is different from normal grieving in families because of the lack of close family and social groupings which could offer support. Funerals are for a handful of friends with no church service. No proper sense of 'letting go'. It is as if emotion and spirituality are to be further victims of the virus.

   The disintegration of our community life and enterprise may lead people to revisit Lady Thatcher's dictum,  'There is no such thing as society'.   Yet B Johnson has lauded the  new levels of cooperation in the current crisis.   Corona has helped to heal rifts caused by the Brexit years and to restore a sense of independence, although, at international level, falsification and suspicions remain.

  On a more positive note, it is clear that the limitation on air travel and car use have massively improved urban air quality in sharp contrast to endless stalled negotiations and enquiries. The whole campaign to meet the challenge  of global warming will be strengthened by what the coronavirus has brought about.  As with the case with new levels of cooperativism', one must speculate whether the commitment to the common good will survive the end of global lock down.

   In the matter of social stratification , there may be hope  for a more permanent recalibration of esteem.  We are seeing unprecedented levels of approval and gratitude to doctors nurses and health care workers which simply did not exist in the past. Health and social care have traditionally been the first casualties when government spending needed to be cut.  Not any more.  The NHS heroes of the  current crisis are lauded for the first time displacing the previous idols – the pop stars, entertainers, media favourites and members of the super rich elites.  Will we continue to value contributions, not in terms of wealth and statuss, but of promoting human well being and cooperative living?  Should medals for bravery remain the province of those who fight battles?

   Taking a longer view of areas of tension in a post virus world, we should begin  to recognise that rising sea levels will remove many coastal plains and much arable land. We need to address issues of land use, food security,, the justice of personal 'title ' to land. There are so many questions which will require a peaceful response.
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